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DeMott: The Sunflower Seeds
.'

THE SUNFLOWER SEEDS
Benjamin DeMott
drinking coffee in the accompanist Unwin's
studio at the Magic Muses. On the street below motors
chuffed and.a trolley-bus clanged-these sounds and the
dry droning of tires on the, pavement that was burning in the
white sun moved like an emuvium through the dirty, flyridden
window into the dark room. Under the window the three gray
parrots dipped and whistled in the litter of sunflower seeds on
the floor of their wire cages.
"The meister has an offer," the fat violinist, Villarejo, was
saymg.
"Is it good?"
The violinist shrugged. "In the mountains, teaching."
"No," Unwin said disbelievingly. "Not the mountains, not the
mountains in summer." Then he paused. "He wants to take you,"
he said coldly.
"So he says."
The accompanist sighed out his own longing. He was a brittleboned creature with a grayish-white edge of a face, large eyes, and
pale strings of hair.
"You are blessed," he said seriously, looking carefully at his
guest. "You are a blessed man."
"I need the money," was the response. "I need the money or
I'd stay here. I prefer it here."
"But the mountains ... The sun. \Vhen you come back you'll
have color in your cheeks from the wind and sun, you'll be clean
and rested." He looked closely at the violinist again. "You're a
blessed, fortunate man."
"It's only the meister," the violinist uncomfortably explained.
"I did nothing."
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He went to the plate and filled his cup again. \Vith his back to
the accompanist, he asked:
"What will you do?"
Unwin gestured deferentially. "I have nothing. I'm looking for
another place."
"Y~u'll have trouble at that," the violinist said firmly. He sat
down on the bench by the parrots.
"I know. I've been to the agents." He cast a look of desperation
about the room. "They haven't cleaned for two months. They'll
never clean."
It was truly a poor place. The ceiling was oppressively low, the
walls dark and moist and the window coated. The dead music, the
waste of innumerable hours of practice and pupils seemed to
hang thick, mired in the soot and flies that exhausted the air.
"Where is there to go?" Villarejo asked.
"I don't know. Uptown-it's cleaner uptown."
"But high," Villarejo said. "Very high."
"Yes," the accompanist admitted. "But suppose someone says:
'Let me have Leonale's old fellow. Where is Leonale's man these
days. Let me try him.' How could he find me? Who can find me
here?"
"The Directory," Villarejo said simply.
"No," he replied. "You're there when they want you. Or they
don't call. They don't look for you. 'He's sick,' they say-'Isn't he
dead long ago.' They don't look."
The fat violinist shook his head commiseratingly.
Unwin leaned toward him. "I haven't been called for three
years," he said intensely. "I've waited hete three years."
"Oh now," protested the other. "You amuse yourself." He
pointed at the cages. "You have time for things."
"That's well enough to say," said the accompanist. "But it
means little. Next to the mountains-nothing at all."
They finished their coffee in silence. The accompanist rose
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then and rinsed his cup in the tin sink and hovered over the cages,
speaking softly to the birds, filling the white trays with the hard
white flower seeds that he measured out from a nail keg under the
sink. Above the cages, fastened by a spring-like contrivance to the
ceiling, was a long twisted strip of flypaper, weighted at the bottom with a cork; there was a single moth yielding in the flood.
"They like those things, don't they," the violinist observed.
"The sunflowers? Dh yes," he said. "It's a splendid taste." He
stretched out his hand to the violinist. "Take one."
The fat violinist dug at the shell with stubby fingernails, then
put the kernel in his mouth.
"Delicious," he said, chewing hard.
Unwin nodded. "Very good for the teeth," he said. "Strengthening. It makes them grow finn."
"But they eat the shell?"
"Sometimes,"
said the accompanist. "Ah but you should see a
I
Russian eat them. The Bulgar-they crack them in their teeth
and spit the shell. The Russian-shell and alll Beautiful, beautiful white teeth. They never decay."
There was a great clash of horns on the street below. But the
birds remained very still on their perches, staring at their master.
, He appeared to meditate upon them for a moment. Then he
shook his head.
"They're not thriving here," he said.
"Let me hear them," the violinist replied. ''I'll tell you."
"They're not the-same from one day to the next."
But he dragged the keg out from under the sink, picked up a
cage, and set it upon the keg. Then he inclined his head over the
cage.
"Pastoral," he whispered.
The bird at once began to whistle a melody-a piercing, melancholy sound. The accompanist walked swiftly to his instrument.
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and, standing, struck a chord in the bass that agreed with the
bird's pitch.
"Bravo," said the fat violinist. "Splendid."
The accompanist placed the other cages in tum upon the keg,
and from them issued forth at his bidding sober melodies-a saraband, the "Queen's Morisco," the "Nightingale in Love," with
clusters of low notes when he whispered, "Descant," and then a
parallel series, higher, when he whispered, "Sopranino."
"I told the meister once at rehearsal," said the violinist. "He
didn't believe me."
"It's not good for them here," repeated the other after the
cages were back in place.
The violinist stood up; he studied the birds.
"It might harm them to leave," he said. "Consider that."
"No. Not likely." (
"My sister ... \Ve had a bird in our kitchen. A canary." He
paused. "She moved it into the parlor and-blink! there it was.
Never a sound from it again."
The accompanist smiled. "They're pettish," he said. "Canaries
are all quirks and sicknesses."
"Still you can't be sure," said the other reflectively. "And the
waste of effort teaching-"
"I can make certain first. I could try them out right here beforehand-out the window. They're a steady creature."
"No," the violinist said. ''I'm only saying that they get to know
surroundings. And then a change .. ." He sucked his cheeks in
noisily.
"So-let us see it."
The violinist protested again, but Unwin went quickly to the
door, took down the transom pole, entwined the hooked end of
it in the strands of the wire top of one of the cages. He pushed to
no avail at the window.
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"Help me," he ordered.
The violinist shook the frame forcefully-the glass rattled and
then ,the window shot up, admitting the brilliant white sun and
the full roar from the concrete below.
"Now then," the accompanist said.
Very slowly they brought the cage up to the window ledge, and
let it down a few inches from the side of the building, still in the
shade of the terrace below. Unwin was closest to the window: he
began to edge the cage into the sun. The bird made some indistinguishable sound, and, hearing it, Unwin lunged outward with
the pole.
For a moment the cage was lost in the white deluge flung down
, about it. The rich, blinding rays tore open the prison, scoured the
darkness, swept inside the bird: it was light that the creature
could not recognize, light of such intensity that in the perpetual
dusk of the studio, there could have been no suggestion that it existed. The bird was crazed by the brilliance. It burst into a wild
riot of melodies-a screech unbearably high, all sense of order
vanishing in dissonant chaos.
"Hearteasel" cried the accompanist.
At that the bird sprang up madly in the cage, flailed once at the
wire roof, as if suffocating in the light. As it whirled about in its
terror, the accompanist shouted again and again:
"Hearteasel Hearteasel"
And ,now for answer there was only the violent rushing force
thrown toward them from the cage that hung like a square of
flame cut from the sun, burning in the used air above the pavement.
The accompanist did not move. Villarejo drew the bird back.
But then the accompanist pushed him away fiercely. He ripped
the wire top apart with his hands. He tried to soothe the creature
-but the blood on his fingers only renewed the bird's panic. He
stepped back and, finally, when the creature was quiet a moment,
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he repeated the first command-the simplest-that he had given it.
There was no answer-no word or song or sound. The bird merely looked up at him, placid, mute; and then fluttered out of the
cage.
It would not fly out the open window. Still silent, it perched on
the keg below the swaying cork, its fallen face drawn tightly under the blunt hook.
"Not used to it," the violinist said. "You need to go by stages."
The accompanist stretched forth h.is hand to the bird, the seeds
dripping from it. But the creature would not look toward him.
"He's sick already here," the accompanist murmured. He went
to the window and emptied his hand. The seeds, hard and white
in the sunlight, blew away from him in a cloud. Sucked into the
street they rattled upon the pavement, bounced and slid along the
gutter in the sweep of a passing bus. He put the parrot back in its
cage and rewound the wire above its head.
"So," he said, sitting down again with Villarejo. "I can tell you
about it."
"You'll find a place," the violinist said quickly. "They'll adjust
. themselves."
The accompanist shook his head impatiently. "You," he said.
"You'll have color in your cheeks from it. 'There are lakes in
the mountains and great fat fish by the hundreds and thousands. You sit quietly in the rowboat near the white lilies in the
open air and watch them playing in the clear water, blue and
deep-"
He stopped and looked away from his guest.
"The meisler is the one," said the violinist. "I myself did
nothing."
"And the mornings," said the accompanist. "You wake in the
early sun and the g-reen leaves full of birds calling, calling-"
"The meisler had no one else he could ..."
"-and the dew gleaming and the sun drawing the pools up
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from the grass. And the mountains... The clean water in the fingers, in the hair-"
He could not go on. He took the violinist's cup and saucer to
the sink, his shoulders quivering.
"I'll stay," the violinist said very quietly. "I won't go."
"No/' hissed the other over his shoulder, his great eyes dilated
with hate. "I don't want you here."
He stepped back from the sink, plunged his arm into the keg
and pressed his brimming hand to his mouth. Contempt upon his
face he stood before Villarejo, a frail and comic Bulgar, bursting
the seeds in his teeth, spitting the dry husks upon the floor.
"I never meant to go," the fat violinist cried out suddenly. "1
don't care for mountains and fish."
"I pity you."
"Truly," the violinist pleaded with his hands over his face, "1
swear I have no preference."
The little accompanist was standing over him now in the man·
ner of a conqueror, his hands on his hips. He looked proudly
toward the cages where the birds nervously stirred.
"I pity you more," he said.
"I give it all up this moment. I want only to-"
"Go ahead," the accompanist interrupted strongly. "Go to the
mountains-the highest tree in the snow, the warmest lake..."
He laid his palm flat on the wire top of one of the cages.
"Go to the subway-go drown in the subway." He laughed
aloud. "Go anywhere-there's the proper thing."
He leaned back then against the window ledge, studied the
violinist who was rocking and moaning in his chair like a crazy
man.
"You nothing," he said after a time, "you fat nothing. How I
pity you in the mountains."
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